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The aim of this study was to analyze the participation of women in coaching and referee positions in the Brazilian 
Women’s Basketball League, from the first edition of the championship (2010) to the moment of the present study 
(2017). For this proposal, we analyzed the sex of the coaching staff and referee crews from all the matches played in 
this period. All data were collected from the official match reports, accessed at the League headquarters. The results 
showed that women represent 24% of the head coaches, and this proportion has remained stable over the past years. 
However, it was found that women’s participation as assistant coaches dropped from 88% (2010) to 34% (2017). 
Although, the participation actually increased for women in the positions of referee, umpire 1 and umpire 2, over the 
past seven years, these positions are still mostly occupied by men. A higher participation of women could be found 
in scorer and timekeeper positions, which also remained stable over the years. Although women's participation in 
sports, and specifically in elite Brazilian basketball, has been increasing in the last decades, the findings of this study 
showed that occupations for women, within basketball are still restricted to positions of less visibility. Men still 
mostly occupy the positions of leadership, as head coaches and referees. The results suggest the need for debate and 
proposals of policies, to promote female participation in different leadership positions in basketball.  
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El objetivo de esta investigación fue analizar la participación de las mujeres en los roles de entrenadora y árbitra en 
la Liga Brasileña de Baloncesto Femenino desde la primera edición de la competición (2010) hasta el momento de 
esta investigación (2017). Para esa propuesta, se analizó el sexo del cuerpo técnico de ambos equipos y de los 
miembros del equipo de árbitros de todos los partidos jugados en este período. Todos los datos se recopilaron en los 
informes oficiales de partidos a los que se accedió en la sede de la Liga. Los resultados mostraron que las mujeres 
representan el 24% de los entrenadores y esta proporción se ha mantenido estable en los últimos años. Por otro lado, 
se encontró una disminución en la participación de las mujeres como entrenadora asistente del 88% (2010) al 34% 
(2017). Aunque hubo un pequeño aumento en la participación de las mujeres como árbitras, la árbitra 1 y la árbitra 
2 a lo largo de los años, estos puestos siguen ocupados en su mayoría por hombres. Se pudo encontrar una mayor 
participación de mujeres en los puestos de anotadores y cronometradores que se mantuvieron estables a lo largo de 
los años. Aunque la participación de las mujeres en el deporte, y específicamente en el baloncesto femenino de élite 
brasileño, ha aumentado en las últimas décadas, los hallazgos de esta investigación mostraron que esta ocupación se 
restringe a los puestos de menor visibilidad. Los hombres ocupan principalmente los puestos de liderazgo, como 
entrenadores y árbitros. Esta investigación refuerza la necesidad del debate y la propuesta de políticas para promover 
la participación femenina en diferentes posiciones de liderazgo en el baloncesto.  
Palabras clave: Cuerpo técnico. Árbitro. Baloncesto femenino Desigualdad. Género. 
RESUMO 
O objetivo deste estudo foi analisar a participação das mulheres em cargos de comissão técnica e de arbitragem na 
Liga Brasileira de Basquete Feminino (LBF) desde a primeira edição do campeonato (2010) até o momento deste 
estudo (2017). Para essa proposta, analisamos o sexo dos profissionais de ambos os times e dos membros da equipe 
de arbitragem em todos os jogos disputados nesse período. Todos os dados foram coletados nos relatórios oficiais 
das partidas acessados na sede da Liga. Os resultados mostraram que as mulheres representam 24% dos treinadores 
e essa proporção permaneceu estável nos últimos anos. Por outro lado, verificamos uma diminuição na participação 
das mulheres como assistentes técnicas de 88% (2010) para 34% (2017). Embora encontramos um pequeno aumento 
na participação das mulheres como árbitras, fiscal 1 e fiscal 2 ao longo dos anos, estas posições ainda são ocupadas 
principalmente por homens. Uma maior participação das mulheres pode ser encontrada nas posições de apontador e 
cronometrista, as quais se mantiveram estáveis ao longo dos anos. Embora a participação feminina no esporte, e 
especificamente no basquete brasileiro de elite, tenha aumentado nas últimas décadas, os achados deste estudo 
mostraram que essa ocupação ainda está restrita às posições de menor visibilidade. Os homens ainda ocupam 
majoritariamente as posições de liderança, como treinadores e árbitros. Esse estudo reforça a necessidade do debate 
e da proposta de políticas que promovam a participação feminina em diferentes posições de liderança no basquete.  




The literature has suggested that women have been 
marginalized, discriminated against, and undervalued 
in workplace leadership positions in sports (Kane & 
Stangl, 1991; Norman, 2010b; Sartore & 
Cunningham, 2007). In basketball, for example, 
several studies investigated the discrimination and 
prejudice faced by female coaches. Walker, Bopp and 
Sagas (2011) revealed that, despite perceptions of 
more than capable abilities and job-fit, women are still 
offered a men’s college basketball coaching job less 
often than are men. Similarly, Kalin and Waldron 
(2015) showed that preferences for male coaches still 
exist in NCAA Division I women’s basketball. 
Cunningham and Sagas (2002) suggested that human 
capital had different effects for men and women, 
thereby prompting the diminished expectations and 
early exit intentions of women in coaching positions 
in basketball. At last, Wellman and Blinde (1997) 
highlighted the degree to which homophobia and 
lesbian labels impact key aspects of the coaching 
context of women’s basketball. Although these studies 
constituted an important debate regarding gender 
inequality in sports workplaces in the United States, 
the investigation of female participation in other 
leadership positions in basketball, as well as in other 
cultural contexts, could bring new insights for this 
debate and a broader look at the phenomenon. 
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The underrepresentation of women in coaching 
positions has been widely investigated. As an 
example, a study in 2009 found that women 
represented only 20% of the Canadian coaching in 
Canadian Interuniversity Sports (Reade, Rodgers, & 
Norman, 2009). In the United Kingdom, the 
representation of female coaches in all the female 
national teams is only 4% (Norman, 2010a). In Brazil, 
only 7% of the head coaches in different sports are 
female (Ferreira, Salles, Mourão, & Moreno, 2013). 
Theberge (1993) suggested that, of all positions in 
sports, coaching captures the central features of the 
stereotypical view of ‘sport’, as masculine. The power 
and visibility tied to the coaching position leads 
coaching to be an area with the most significant gender 
imbalance in sports (Hargreaves, 1994). The 
explanation for the male dominance in coaching 
seems, then, in one way or another to be embedded in 
the culture of sports, and related to the gender power 
structure in both society and athletics (Fasting, 2000). 
Kilty (2006) suggested that women coaches face four 
external barriers: (1) unequal assumptions of 
competence, (2) hiring from a principal of similarity, 
(3) homophobia, and (4) lack of female mentors. 
According to the author, there is an unequal 
assumption that male coaches are more competent 
than female coaches. Consequently, a female coach 
always feels the need to prove herself. Secondly, there 
is a tendency for people to hire individuals similar to 
themselves, as it is the easiest and most comfortable 
thing to do (Kanter, 1993; Stangl & Kane, 1991). 
Therefore, male coaches and directors tend to hire 
more men for leadership positions in sports, 
reinforcing the vicious cycle. Homophobia is also a 
barrier faced by female coaches. The male-dominated 
arena, coupled with the heterosexist atmosphere, leads 
women to be discriminated against, and perceived as 
lesbian in leadership positions in sports. Finally, it is 
suggested that the lack of female role models may 
discourage young girls from pursuing leadership 
positions in sports. According to Everhart and 
Chelladurai (1998) female athletes with women 
coaches perceive less discrimination and are more 
interested in coaching positions than are those coached 
by males. 
Although the four barriers described above were 
investigated in the coaching context, it may be 
speculated that the same constraints are faced by 
women in many others leadership positions in sports. 
In this way, Walker and Bopp (2010) suggested 
several factors that may prevent women from 
obtaining, maintaining, and increasing their 
representation in leadership positions in sports based 
on the findings of previous studies. The authors 
identified several factors which reduce female 
leadership participation: 1) the lack of mentoring and 
female role models, 2) gender-role stereotyping, 3) 
over-sexualization and marginalization of women by 
the media, 4) intention-related variables, such as the 
tendency to hire individuals similar to oneself. In 
summary, many of the inequalities suffered by women 
are due to the traditional ideology of male hegemony 
in sports (Norman, 2010b). 
Despite the extensive research on women’s coaching 
and administrative positions, there are few studies 
focusing on women’s participation as officials, 
another important leadership position in a sports 
workplace. Forbes, Edwards and Fleming (2015) 
suggested that the perceptions of female officials in 
soccer were widely based on gender stereotypes. 
Women found their competence as officials 
questioned even before they had entered the field of 
play. A possible reason is because the association 
between authority and masculinity still has great force 
in the perception of people (Norman, 2010b). In the 
same way, Edwards (2013) argue that ‘reference to 
such purported differences to justify the exclusion of 
women from roles such as officiating is unfounded and 
sexist’. As a result, the women put themselves under 
increased pressure to get decisions right, and to rebut 
the misconception that females cannot referee (Forbes 
et al., 2015).  
Most of the studies on women officials, and also on 
women coaches, were conducted in the context of 
soccer. Basketball is also an interesting case to be 
studied, due to its higher prevalence of women in 
leaderships positions compared to other sports. For 
example, in the United States, 65.8% of the assistant 
coaches in women’s basketball and 57.4% of the head 
coaches in women’s basketball were female, 
according to a 2010 study (Walker & Bopp, 2010). In 
Division I Women’s Sports, Welch and Sigelman 
(2007) found that women coaches are most prevalent 
in basketball compared to volleyball, soccer and 
softball. Although the representation of women in the 
sports workplace, and more specifically in basketball, 









is well-known in the United States, it may differ in 
other societies and cultural contexts, due to their 
particular social constructions and structural and 
symbolic gender arrangements. Therefore, it is 
necessary to find out if this participation of women as 
head coaches and assistant coaches in basketball 
follows the same pattern in other cultural contexts, as 
well as in other positions, such as officials.  
In Brazil, the discussion about women in athletic 
leadership positions has received more attention, over 
the past five years. Most national studies investigated 
the challenges and pathways faced by women coaches 
in soccer (Novais, 2018; Vargas, Caputo, & Silva, 
2017; Wolf, 2017). This greater interest in soccer may 
reflect the greater popularity of the sport in the 
country. Although basketball is not as popular as 
soccer in Brazil, the women’s basketball national team 
was recognized for its performance in the 1990s. In 
that decade, the Brazilian national team reached the 
pinnacle of excellence by winning the women’s 
basketball World Championship in Australia in 1994, 
followed by two Olympic medals - silver medal in 
Atlanta 1996 and bronze medal in Sydney 2000 
(Galatti et al., 2015). Since then, the sport has gone 
through its ups and downs. An important event in 
recent years was the creation of the Brazilian 
Women’s Basketball League (in Portuguese, Liga de 
Basquete Feminino or LBF) in 2010. The 
championship for that league has been played every 
year since its creation, and is composed of the top 
women’s basketball teams in the country.  
Just as longitudinal analysis has been conducted to 
investigate the proportion of women in leadership 
positions, throughout the years, in both the United 
States (Acosta & Carpenter, 2002; Darvin & Sagas, 
2017) and Spain (Fernández & Ventura, 2007), a 
similar study could be conducted in the Brazilian 
territory, to investigate the interesting case of 
women’s basketball. Darvin and Sagas (2017) 
suggested some advantages of conducting this type of 
longitudinal analysis. One possible benefit is the 
capability of this kind of study to reveal changes, for 
better or for worse, in the proportion of women in 
athletic leadership positions. It is also possible to 
analyze the longitudinal effects of sports policies on 
women’s participation in sports workplaces. Finally, 
these replication studies can provide researchers with 
a consistent flow of current trends and patterns into the 
presence of women in leadership positions in sports.  
Therefore, the main goal of this study was to analyze 
the participation of women in coach and referee 
positions in the Brazilian Women’s Basketball League 
(LBF). As a specific objective, we aimed to analyze 
the longitudinal participation of women as coaching 
staff and referees, throughout the 2010 to 2017 
seasons. The results of this study could provide a 
better understanding of women’s participation in 
leadership positions in basketball, and also improve 
the discussion on gender (in)equality in sports in 
Brazil. The implications of this study could lead to a 
greater debate, regarding the opportunities and access 
for women in coaching and referee positions in the 
world of elite women’s basketball, and to (re)think the 
stereotypes in sports workplaces.  
METHODS 
Data collection   
The match reports of the Brazilian Women’s 
Basketball League were used for data collection. The 
official match reports were accessed at the League 
Headquarters. Despite the high turnover of the 
coaching staff and members of the referee crew 
throughout the seasons, data of all the matches played 
from 2010 to 2017 were collected. The League was 
created in 2010, which is why this was the first year of 
data collection. The upper limit of data was set based 
on the most recent season, in 2017. From each match, 
the names of the coaching staff of both teams and of 
the members of the referee crew were collected. The 
sex of each professional was defined, based on his or 
her name. Information available on social networks 
was used to confirm the sex classification. Two types 
of coaching staff were investigated in this study: head 
coaches and assistant coaches. Regarding the referee 
positions, the sex of the referee, umpire 1, umpire 2, 
scorer, timekeeper and 24s operator were also 
analyzed.  
Statistical analysis 
All data were arranged in Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheets and exported to MATLAB 2010, the 
software that was used for all the statistical analysis. 
Data was summarized in relative frequency. The χ² test 
was used to compare the frequency of men and women 
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in each professional position. The level of significance 
was set as 0.05. The Pearson’s correlation coefficient 
was used to analyze women’s participation in coach 
and referee positions, throughout the years. Due to the 
low number of seasons analyzed in this study and the 
influence of sample size on the significance of 
correlation analysis, the correlation coefficient was 
interpreted as small correlation 0.1 < |r| ≤ 0.3; medium 
correlation 0.3 < |r| ≤ 0.5 and large correlation 0.5 < |r| 
≤ 1.0 (Cohen, 1988). 
RESULTS 
In all, 501 matches were analyzed and information 
from 4825 coaching staff and referee crews was 
collected. Figure 1 shows the frequency of male and 
female participation in each position, during the 
course of the seven seasons. Men have a significantly 
higher participation, compared to women as head 
coach, referee, umpire 1 and umpire 2. A higher 
participation of women could be found for scorer and 
timekeeper positions. Men and women were found 
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Figure 1. Frequency of men’s and women’s participation as coaching staff and referees in the Brazilian Women’s 
Basketball League, from 2010 to 2017. Legend: * Statistically significant difference between men and women in χ² 
test (D.F.=1; α=0.05). 
 
Figure 2 shows the frequency of women’s 
participation as coaching staff and referees throughout 
the seven seasons. No increase in women’s 
participation was found for head coach, scorer, 
timekeeper and 24s operator, over the years. On the 
other hand, women’s participation as assistant coach 
was found to decrease from 88% (2010) to 34% 
(2017). Only the positions of referee, umpire 1 and 
umpire 2 showed an increase in women’s participation 
in the past seven years.  










Figure 2. Frequency of women’s participation as coaching staff and referees throughout the seven seasons of 
Brazilian Women’s Basketball 
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DISCUSSION 
In this study, we investigated the participation of 
women as coaching staff and members of the referee 
crew in the Brazilian Women’s Basketball League 
from 2010 to 2017. Although the period of eight years 
(seven seasons) is a short timeframe to find significant 
changes in the male-dominated sports workplace, the 
results of this study lead to a critical analysis of the 
(under)representation of female professionals in the 
Brazilian women’s basketball context. We found that 
women represent 24% of the Brazilian basketball head 
coaches, and this proportion has remained stable over 
the past years. This data may be interpreted as a 
“pessimistic” or “optimistic” result, depending on the 
reference used in the analysis. In the United States 
57.4% of the head coaches in women’s basketball are 
female (Walker & Bopp, 2010), which makes the 
Brazilian scenario an alarming context, regarding the 
opportunities to develop and qualify female coaches. 
On the other hand, previous studies showed that only 
7% of the Brazilian head coaches in different sports 
are female (Ferreira et al., 2013), which makes the 
women’s basketball context a less unequal workplace 
regarding gender issues. Similarly, Welch and 
Sigelman (2007) found in Division I Women’s Sports 
that women coaches are more prevalent in basketball 
than in three other team sports. These results suggest 
that women`s basketball is a sport in which women 
achieve a higher proportion of head coaching 
positions, compared to other women’s sports. 
Independent of adopted perspective, the realistic 
analysis of our data reveals that coaching is still a 
male-dominated profession. The literature has 
suggested several constraints faced by women to 
become coaches. Specifically in Brazil, Ferreira et al. 
(2013) investigated the factors associated with the 
female underrepresentation in coaching positions. The 
authors interviewed thirteen coaches from eight sports 
and, according to the participants, Brazil is still a very 
sexist country, where prejudice is still strong. Women 
coaches also perceived that the conception of women 
being the “fragile” sex still persists in the sports 
workplace. In addition, the authors found the lack of 
opportunities for the insertion and ascension of 
women, in sports leadership positions. As a last factor, 
it was found that the lack of recognition and low 
incomes faced by female coaches lead them to seek 
other jobs (Ferreira, Anjos, Drigo, Mourão, & Salles, 
2018; Ferreira et al., 2013). As suggested by previous 
studies, the culture of sports reinforces the gender 
power structure of the society. As long as society 
continues to support the inferior role of women in 
sports, women will continue to face unequal 
representations in leadership positions in sports 
(Walker & Bopp, 2010). 
An alarming finding of our study is the decrease in 
women’s participation as assistant coaches, from 88% 
(2010/2011) to 34% (2016/2017). Similar results were 
found in the United States, where the proportion of 
women coaching female teams has dropped from 90% 
to 43%, after Title IX was set (Acosta & Carpenter, 
2002, 2010). According to the authors, these data 
demonstrate that as women’s sports have become 
more important, men have developed more interest in 
developing a career in them. It may be speculated that 
the higher the visibility and competitiveness of the 
Brazilian Women’s Basketball League, the higher the 
interest will be for men to participate in this 
workplace. The increased interest and participation of 
men in leadership positions in women’s sports, 
coupled with the lack of representation and 
opportunities for women`s insertion and qualification 
in sports, may lead to a decrease in women 
representation in sports leadership positions, 
throughout the years. This is problematic, because the 
increased number of female players in the past years 
does not guarantee a higher interest amongst women 
in developing a career in sports leadership. This may 
be due to the lack of female role-models in sports. 
This study brought new insights to the literature 
investigating the proportion of women in referee 
positions. We found an increase in female 
participation as referee, umpire 1 and umpire 2 
throughout the years, although men still have a 
significantly higher participation in these positions. 
On the other hand, we found a higher number of 
women as scorer, timekeeper and 24s operator, 
compared to men, and these proportions appear 
stabilized over the years. We could explain these 
results by the phenomenon called a “glass ceiling.” 
The expression has often been used to describe 
invisible barriers through which women can see elite 
positions but cannot reach them (Ragins, Townsend, 
& Mattis, 1998). The “glass ceiling” affect is 
evidenced by fewer women in the occupations of 
referee, umpire 1 and 2 compared to the women in the 









occupations of scorer, timekeeper and 24s operator 
position. This invisible barrier can be related to 
association between authority and masculinity, which 
persists in both society and in sports (Norman, 2010b). 
Therefore, even with the increased participation of 
women in sports, the results of this study corroborate 
that female participation is still restricted by the basis 
of the hierarchical sports pyramid. 
Although our investigation in the Brazilian women’s 
basketball league has added insights into the 
phenomenon of the (under)representation of women 
professionals in female sports, it is important to 
recognize the limitations of this study. The first 
limitation lies in the method used in data collection. 
Although quantitative data provide a valuable 
overview of women’s participation in coaching and 
referee positions, qualitative information is needed to 
provide a better understanding of this complex 
phenomenon. Secondly, the longitudinal approach of 
increasing women’s statistical representation does not 
guarantee that working conditions, barriers and 
prejudices have been overcome over the past years, 
which once more reinforces the need for 
complementary qualitative data. Finally, and as stated 
earlier, the eight-year time period used in this study is 
a short time to reveal the power changes in the sports 
context. Still, the results and discussion of this study 
may provide valuable information for future studies 
into this research topic. 
PRACTICAL APPLICATION 
Although women's participation in sports, and 
specifically in elite Brazilian basketball, has been 
increasing over the past years, the findings of this 
study showed that sports leadership for women is still 
restricted to positions of less visibility. Men still 
mostly occupy the positions of leadership, as head 
coaches and referees. This research evidences the need 
for the debate and proposal of policies to promote 
female participation in different management 
positions in basketball. Changes need to be 
implemented in order to abolish the institutionalized 
access discrimination that women face in sports. This 
study suggests two ways to increase women’s 
representation in sports leadership positions. First, 
policies should be developed to ensure that women are 
offered a fair opportunity for employment in sports. In 
this way, it is fundamental that Brazilian national and 
regional federations create opportunities for women to 
qualify as coaches, assistant coaches and referees. 
Secondly, conferences and meetings should be created 
and promoted for women, in which female 
professionals can share experiences and learn from 
one another’s skills. 
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